A fifth-grade class at the Saugus (Calif) Union School

District is working on a writing assignment using social
networking. The district is leading an ambitious plan ro
rethink writing instruction and pedagogy in the schools.
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Using social networking tools to
keep up with student interests.

By Angela Pascopella and Will Richardson

ORY WAS A SPECIAL EDUCATION SIXTH-GRADER AT THE SAUGUS
(Calif.) Union School District when he wrote an entry on his blog page entitled “The
Spied Enemies: A War Journal.” This make-believe story opens with the
words “I am Johnny Willow, a hero to some people. I will tell you my story
about my adventures in World War I1.”

Cory, who posted the story in the fall of 2007, states how Willow hears Japanese
planes flying over Pearl Harbor and then dropping bombs, specifically on the USS
Arizona. “I saw everything start to become blurry. I woke up in front of the captain.
He said, “You are lucky to be alive.”

Because Cory was in a class that used social networking tools for writing—specifi-
cally Elgg, an open source media platform—other students, teachers, family members
and even the general public were able to comment on his story. For example, an “army
colonel,” who did not give a name, said about chapter 1, “Your words have painted a
very vivid picture. You did an excellent job of illustrating the terror of war. Keep up
the good work.”

Cory is now an eighth-grader and no longer in special education classes, says Jim
Klein, the district’s director of information services and technology, who helped push
the idea of using social networking for writing in the district’s schools about five years
ago. Klein attributes Cory’s transformation to the story he wrote and the positive com-
ments he received. “Suddenly, Cory is not an outcast,” Klein says, noting the positive
feedback Cory received and the self-confidence that resulted. “It changed his perspec-
tive on life. And he has friends now.”

It’s been almost 40 years since the teaching of writing in schools had its last major
shift, a move to an emphasis on the “writing process,” which still holds sway in most
classrooms today. But with the advent of Web-based social networking tools like blogs
and wikis, YouTube and Facebook, it may be that the next revision of writing pedagogy
is upon us, one that emphasizes digital spaces, multimedia texts, global audiences and
linked conversations among passionate readers.

Moving to a new pedagogy is not easy for many district administrators, however, as
the Web as a writing space is still primarily an unknown, scary place to put students.
But as research is showing, students are flocking to online networks in droves, and they
are doing a great deal of writing there already, some of it creative and thoughtful and
inspiring, but much of it outside the traditional expectations of “good writing” that
classrooms require. The ePals Global Community is just one “learning space” example
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that has connections spanning 200 coun-
tries and territories. With ePals Learning
Space, which is a virtual workspace to cre-
ate, share and manage educational content,
students, who are interacting with peers,
and educators can take part in project-based
learning in a collaborative and controlled
environment. How we begin to teach stu-
dents to flourish in these more complex,
online social spaces is a fundamental ques-
tion many schools are beginning to tackle,
not necessarily because they want to but
because they realize the very nature of writ-
ing is changing.

That change is spelled out clearly by the
National Council of Teachers of English,
which last year published “new literacies”
for readers and writers in the 21st century.
Among those literacies are the ability to
“build relationships with others to pose and
solve problems collaboratively and cross-
culturally,” to “design and share informa-
tion for global communities to meet a va-
riety of purposes,” and to “create, critique,
analyze, and evaluate multi-media texts.”
Very little of that kind of work is possible
to achieve without expanding the way we
think about writing instruction in the con-
text of online social tools.

Writing for Audiences
Dave Childers, principal of the Academy
for Civic and Entreprencurial Leadership,
a charter high school in Fresno, Calif.,
just started to use social networking in his
school but now feels the time is coming
when teaching in digitally connected work-
spaces will be required and not a “luxury.”
According to a recent Pew Internet and
American Life Project study, 85 percent of
youths aged 12-17 engage at least occasion-
ally in some form of electronic personal
communication, which includes text mes-
saging, sending e-mail or instant messages,
or posting comments on social networking
sites. In other words, our students arent
waiting for us to teach them the ins and
outs of writing in these digital spaces.
“Using online writing tools will allow
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Freshmen at the Academy for Civic and Entrepreneurial Leadership in Fresno, Calif., take tips
[from social media strategist Peter Lang and his staff, who are helping the students set up their
own Facebook pages and school blogs, laying the groundwork for what teachers will be building

on with the students.

students to write whenever and wherever
they feel inspired, and to be able to speak
to an audience that is larger and more im-
portant to them than the traditional class-
room,” Childers says. “There is a reason
why we should constantly be looking for
ways to incorporate more innovative writ-
ing opportunities into our curriculum.”
Key to this rethinking process is ar-
ticulating these shifts throughout the K12

of Salt Lake City, says students still need to
be taught how to navigate online environ-
ments. Facebook and MySpace, for exam-
ple, do a “good job” of connecting people
socially, but they shouldn’t be the extent of
students’ online presence, he says.

“That is a big fear for me—that we are
inadequately preparing our youth for the
future,” he says. “I think that the kind of
research, learning and jobs of the very near

“There is a reason why we should constantly be looking for
ways to incorporate more innovative writing opportunities into

our curriculum.”

—Dave Childers, principal, Academy for Civic and Entrepreneurial Leadership, Fresno, Calif.

curriculum, across all disciplines, as well as
providing professional development op-
portunities for teachers to begin to explore
writing in these online spaces as well.

“The shape of writing has changed,”
agrees Troy Hicks, author of the recently
released book 7he Digital Writing Workshop
and assistant professor of English and di-
rector of the Chippewa River Writing Proj-
ect at Central Michigan University. “Kids
are now writing for real audiences and for
real purposes, not just other kids in the
class or the refrigerator door. And they are
composing on computers and on phones in
text and multimedia. These are substantial
changes.”

Pockets of Social Networking

Chris Sloan, an English teacher and media
adviser at Judge Memorial Catholic High
School, a college prep school in the Diocese

future will increasingly require people to
collaborate from a distance.”

Sloan, who teaches AP English lit-
erature, has his students do inquiry-based
writing, which incorporates what they’re
reading both online and in books. And he
uses Youth Voices (www.youthvoices. net), an
online space where teachers and students
create multimodal compositions via for-
mats such as text and video. “Students need
to be able to find sources, critically examine
them and communicate effectively to the
larger group,” he says. “My goal is to in-
spire students to better themselves as writ-
ers, but more importantly, as people. I want
my students to be active participants in our
democracy, and knowing how to access and
deal with the vast amounts of information
available is a key skill.”

Sloan and Paul Allison, who teaches
sophomore and junior English in the East
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West School of International Studies,
which is part of the New Visions network
of small schools in Flushing, N.Y., collabo-
rate and build curriculum and wiki pages
together on the Youth Voices site. And ev-
ery Wednesday evening, through EdTech-
Talk (wwuw.edtechtalk.com), teachers across
the nation and in the East West School stay
in touch via webcasting. They may hold a
virtual staff meeting in which they inter-
view software developers for upcoming
programs they might want and hash out
issues of online learning, says Allison, who
is also the technology coordinator for the
New York City Writing Project. The proj-
ects goal is to improve the teaching and
learning of language and literacy in New
York City public schools by increasing
teachers’ abilities to use writing as a tool for
learning, thinking and communicating,.
Allison started using social network-
ing in his classes about six years ago when
he met two other educators in a summer
workshop. They set up a blog site to get the
three classes of students communicating
with one another. They now use Drupal,
which gives educators choices. The whole
world can see and comment on writings
from students, but educators can close or
open any individual post they want. Allison
can also determine if he only wants other
teachers or administrators to see the site.
“My students are writing things that
they are passionate about and willing to
stick with and do research on and talk
to other students about,” he says. For ex-
ample, one of his students wrote a blog
post about abolishing school uniforms. “I
don’t think he would have written it if he
wrote for the school newspaper,” Allison
explains. “So it’s like quasi-school. But it’s
what he wants to write about. And he'll get
responses from kids in Boston and Utah.”
The students can write about books
they are reading and even make MP3
files—for example, recording four minutes
of a synopsis of a book—that they post on
their blog. They also post Twitter-like up-
dates a few times a week.
Grammar and spelling are not em-
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A PIONEER OF SOCIAL NETWORKING

A California IT director leads his district in rethinking
writing instruction and pedagogy.

JIM KLEIN, DIRECTOR OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND TECHNOLOGY AT THE SAUGUS
(Calif.) Union School District, is leading an ambitious plan to rethink how writing is taught in
his schools. It's centered not just on social tools but on planning for and executing writing in
multimedia as well.

“We use social media tools across the curriculum from as early as first grade,” Klein
says, citing student use of blogs to write and publish podcasts and other presentations on
SlideShare. “Writing is at the center of all of their activities, regardless of the delivery mech-
anism, and the process is often structured to produce a collaborative result.”

Klein started using social networking, specifically Elgg, in his district in 2005. Elgg is
student-centered and “eliminates boundaries,” Klein says, which means students in any
grade can read what other students are doing in other grades, and anyone can respond. But
teachers have their own blogs and their own lessons under their own accounts, which keeps
students focused. They also have their own separate social network, or “personal learning
network,” in which to share and collaborate with other teachers.

Any comments from anyone, including students and outsiders, are read first by the teach-
er to ensure they contain nothing inappropriate, threatening or vulgar, Klein says. He recalls
a few instances where comments had to be blocked, but they were more from peers or a
family member. For example, rude comments made by an “older brother being obnoxious to
his little brother” would not be posted, he says.

During the 2007-2008 school year, a graduate student conducted a study of student writ-
ing online that showed fifth-grade students “were more motivated to write and thought better
of their own writing,” Klein says.

In 2008-2009, the district also implemented SWATTEC, or Student Writing Achievement
Through Technology Enhanced Collaboration, a program that targets fourth-grade writing,
information literacy and Internet skills in a technology-rich environment. Every fourth-grader
received as ASUS Eee netbook and used social media tools and Vantage Learning’s MyAccess
evaluation software for learning. As a result of a newfound motivation to write generated by
increased access to 21st-century tools, test results showed a 24 percent increase in English
language arts scores from 2008 to 2009, with 79 percent of fourth-graders scoring proficient.

Now about half of the teachers in grades 1through 6 use social networking in their class-
es. Not every teacher is comfortable or wants to use it, Klein says.

Klein sees himself as a pioneer of sorts. “We always talked about it as a learning environ-
ment, not a social network,” he says. “We take advantage of teachable moments.”

phasized, because the focus is on com-
municating with peers in fast microposts,
but Allison says he works with students
to self-assess and then eventually grades
the bigger discussion pieces that include
quotes from many different online re-
sources and multimedia.

In the Crossing to College group, senior
students can communicate with college
students, who can explain the difference
between writing in high school and writ-
ing in college. “It’s about a real audience,”
Allison says.

Childers of the Academy for Civic and
Entrepreneurial Leadership in California
has a new plan to include writing in the

school’s curriculum, with as much of it as
possible online using tools such as Google
Docs, student blogs and possibly Twitter.
“I think that if we are going to live in a
digital age, we have to reassess everything
that we are teaching in schools to see if
there is a digital component or vehicle that
is available to utilize,” says Childers.

Making Connections

In these online spaces, students and educa-
tors write not just to communicate but to
connect. Whereas publishing was once the
end point in the writing process, it is now
a midpoint, the place where the interaction
with readers and subsequent conversations
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begin through comments on or revisions
and linking. Sharing one’s writing with
a potential global audience is a means to
creating networks of learners who share
an interest or passion. Their interactions
can continue for a lifetime. But while this
sharing creates all sorts of opportunities for
students, it also creates a new level of com-
plexity that requires they become adept at
navigating a more transparent life online
and at managing a much more distributed
conversation that is carried on asynchro-
nously in many different places. Figuring
out how to help students manage those
shifts is, in large measure, where schools are
struggling right now.

Collaboration and Risks

That collaborative aspect is another impor-
tant shift to consider, as the Web continues
to facilitate more and more opportunities
for people to create together. Tools such as
AppJet’s EtherPad, a Web-based word pro-
cessor that allows people to work together
in real time, Diigo, a research tool and
knowledge-sharing community, and wikis

provide spaces for students to roll up their
writing sleeves and create together—an act
that, again, adds another layer of complex-
ity to the writing process but one that most
see as an important skill moving forward.
‘That has implications for every teacher.
“How can a math teacher ignore the col-
laborative potentials of having kids work in
a Google spreadsheet?” Hicks asks. “That’s
writing too. Collaboration on almost every
level is just a part of the equation today.”
So what are the risks to moving students
to these networked, online writing spaces
and allowing them to share their work with
global audiences? As with any interaction
online, there is always a chance for an in-
appropriate response or a connection with
someone who may not be who he seems.
But the research has shown that these
occurrences are rare and manageable, espe-
cially with a well-prepared plan for the use
of these technologies and with teachers who
understand the potentials as well as the pit-
falls of working online. As Klein says, you
need to be prepared. “Social media, as with
all things public, present risks,” he says.

“School leaders need to not only under-
stand these risks but also to have a plan to
mitigate them.” In Klein’s case, that means
providing teachers with the tools necessary
to maintain complete oversight of whats
occurring online, a “necessary step” for
younger students who are being prepared
to move into more public spaces online. It
also means counseling teachers about the
legal implications of inappropriate use and
having a clear policy, which parents sign off
on, that covers both in-school and out-of-
school use of social tools.

Worth the Effort?

Still, is this shift in pedagogy and policy
worth the effore? Will sound, traditional
writing instruction still suffice, or do we
need to reframe the way we teach students
to write due to the global, online spaces
they will frequent more in their lives?

In an August 2009 Wired article, An-
drea Lunsford, professor of writing and
rhetoric at Stanford University, offered her
own research to suggest that students are
writing in environments far removed P
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The last thing you want to hear is more bad news about our schools.
But it's a reality you are confronted with every day—student misconduct,
dishonesty and criminality—not to mention outright violence. Every school is
affected to one degree or another. And it's getting worse.

Now you can do something about it. There is a proven way to tackle what
is really wrong with our schools (and our culture)—a collapse of basic morals and
values. They are simply not being taught to our young people. That lack leaves
youth lost, drifting without a moral compass.

The answer? A nonreligious moral code based solely on common sense to
provide your students a compass for living in harmony with each other and the
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The solution is The Way to Happiness.
Discover how you can restore peace to your classrooms and guide your students
into becoming attentive, interested and cooperative learners.

With 70 million copies of this book now in print, used by more than 12 million
students in 10,000 schooals, the results are uniform and remarkable. Wherever
it is used, teachers report significant improvements in student conduct, attitude
and cooperation—with an attendant drop in crime and violence.

And that means safer schools and more effective learning for all concerned.
Find out more about The Way to Happiness Education Program and how it can
make a difference in your classroom, your school, your community.

Request your FREE DVD and Information Kit TODAY.

thewaytohappiness.org
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NEW WRITING INSTRUCTION SOFTWARE

These recently released or updated programs
are designed to improve students’ writing skills.

CRICK SOFTWARE

WriteOnline —Less than $1 per student annually

WriteOnline is an online word processor for students aged 9 and up. Features include text-
to-speech capabilities for reading aloud what students have written, word prediction tools
to guide struggling writers, and Wordbars, unique onscreen word banks that help to expand
vocabulary. WriteOnline is also newly available for free in a boxed copy for all subscribers,
providing an alternative for districts with slow or unreliable Internet connections.
www.cricksoft.com/us

CTB/McGrawv-Hill

Writing Roadmap—Starting at less than $7 per student annually

Writing Roadmap is an online essay assessment tool that guides students in grades 3-12
through each step of the writing process. An instant scoring function provides 4-, 5-, or 6-point
rubric scale feedback on six qualities of good writing, including organization, voice and flu-
ency. Some features of the program can be turned on or off at the teacher’s discretion, such as
hint, tutor, thesaurus and grammar tools. Comprehensive reporting capabilities at the student,
group, school or district level provide valuable progress information.

www.cth.com

ePen&ilinc.

PaperToolsPro—§75 per teacher plus $1 per student annually

A subscription-based online program, PaperToolsPro is intended to help users simplify and orga-
nize the research and note-taking part of the writing process. It also includes tools to identify and
prevent plagiarism. The program helps writers learn researching skills by clearly distinguishing
between original sources and the writer's own words, provides note search and other functions
for organizing information, and guides writers in the creation of bibliographies and citations.
www.papertoolspro.net

Ginger Software

Ginger—Starting at $99 annually

A sophisticated new writing assistance program, Ginger goes beyond traditional spell check-
ing to correct entire sentences for misused words, incorrect grammar and spelling mistakes
by discerning the context of each sentence. The Premium edition of the program adds text-
to-speech capabilities to allow users to hear sentences before and after correction and hear
alternative corrections and their definitions.

www.gingersoftware.com

KidsWrite

Pricing varies depending on project

KidsWrite is a publishing company for elementary school students that provides a comprehen-
sive curriculum and multiple levels of professional development to facilitate literacy instruction
through the process of publishing a book. Students can create poems, stories and illustrations,
design a book online, and get a copy of their work in a store-quality book at the end of their
project. Online tools include a KidsCafe that provides project tracking to monitor the progress
and outcomes of each student.

www.kidswrite.com

Pearson

WeriteToLearn v5.3—830 per student/$300 per concurrent user license

Pearson’s WriteToLearn is designed to help students develop essay writing skills. It includes
an integrated automated assessment engine that measures student progress and provides
feedback on several main areas of good writing. The program also provides teachers with a
variety of essay topics to choose from or the flexibility to create their own, and includes sum-
marization activities and tools that help students to identify the important ideas in a reading.
www.writetolearn.net

TextHelp Systems

Read&\Write Gold v9—Licensing starts at $645

TextHelp Systems’ assistive technology Read&Write Gold is a toolbar that “floats” on top
of any mainstream Windows application such as Microsoft Word or Internet Explorer and
provides support for any struggling reader or writer. Features include a selection of text-
to-speech voices to review passages, an online “fact mapper” to help students organize
graphics and notes, and a customizable word prediction function that enables teachers to
provide tailored levels of help for an individual student or lesson.

www.texthelp.com —Kurt Eisele-Dyrli
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from those from even a generation ago.
“I think we're in the midst of a literacy
revolution the likes of which we haven'
seen since Greek civilization,” she says.
According to her five-year study of stu-
dent writing, technology is pushing
writing literacy in new directions that
educators must begin to make sense of.

“What we do is not for everybody,”
says Allison in New York. “And it’s es-
sential that teachers are not asking
questions and getting kids to respond.
It’s about getting kids to come up with
their own questions and doing their
own research and posting questions
and having students respond to them.
Its a kind of curriculum and approach
to curriculum that if you're ready for it,
you get excited about it.”

Allison says using social networking
to write is not a “silver bullet,” and stu-
dents who normally struggle to write
are still struggling. Still, these students
try harder, because they know it is go-
ing public and others are watching. “I
think it's a good challenge and one they
should face,” Allison says.

Hicks believes that “inviting stu-
dents to create, share, and respond to
digital writing” such as blog posts, wiki
pages, electronic portfolios, podcasts,
and more means they are learning how
to compose various texts, with differ-
ent media, for audiences and purposes
within and beyond classrooms. “Teach-
ing with social media can help them
learn more than just how to use tech-
nology,” Hicks says. “It can help them
develop into critical and creative readers
and writers as they learn how to com-
municate with other students, teachers,
experts and outside audiences.” DA

www.DistrictAdministration.com
Learn how to use social networking
tools for writing exercises in school.

Angela Pascopella is senior editor, and Will
Richardson is an author and educator who
also blogs about teaching and learning at
weblogg-ed.com.
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